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As interest in India’s urbanisation grows it is difficult to miss
the wide gap that exists in our understanding of what
exactly is happening in our cities. The debate on urbani-
sation has a very limited role for the historical evolution of
our cities. As a result elements that citizens often take for
granted, such as village festivals in the midst of several of
our cities, find no place in the discourse. This gap is then
bridged by the imagination of individual stakeholders. This
approach has often led to simply trying to superimpose the
structures of cities in the developed world on Indian cities,
with the predictable mismatches, conflicts and the conse-
quential failures. In this environment of near-contempt for
facts the conceptually simple task of just putting together
the facts that are available for each city becomes an
extremely valuable initiative. It helps identify at least the
most glaring of misconceptions when the “We must be like
New York” narrative collides with the “This is the way we
are” reality. In putting together a meaningful factsheet for
cities covering more than half of Karnataka’s urban pop-
ulation, Paul, Sridhar, Reddy and Srinath have addressed
a major gap in the understanding of cities in the state.
In the process of this exercise the authors must have
realised that what is conceptually simple is often practi-
cally very difficult. As they point out “the databases of
individual cities and towns in India are woefully inade-
quate.” And what data exists “are scattered among
multiple agencies that design and manage the different
sub-sectors and services in a city.” It is against this back-
drop that we must commend this effort to create “a
reasonably comprehensive database on 15 cities in Karna-
taka state relating to history and governance of the city, its
demographics, economic dimensions, infrastructure and
public services, financial resources, and quality of life.”Peer-review under responsibility of Indian Institute of Management
Bangalore
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.iimb.2013.03.001The practical difficulties of this task may be even
greater than the authors realise. When dealing with a mass
of data a great deal of care needs to be taken to ensure
that each number is accurate. And in an atmosphere where
facts have not been given adequate respect there are
popular perceptions that are widely accepted even if they
are not entirely true. It is then easy to miss errors in the
data when they confirm conventional wisdom. On the very
first page of the book we find the statement that “Based on
provisional data from the Census of India 2011, 38% of the
state is urban, up from only 28% urbanisation in 2001.” But
even a cursory glance at census data tells us that the figure
for 2001 is 34% and not 28%.1
It would be nitpicking to focus on this error in themidst of
the vast amounts of valuable data the book provides. If it is
nevertheless worth noting, then it is because it points to
a larger problem in the conventional wisdom about urbani-
sation in India. It is assumed that this process is takingplace at
a breakneck speed spurredbymassivemigration fromvillages
to cities. The census data however tells a very different story.
The proportion of urban population in India has increased by
just about three percentage points between 2001 and 2011.2
Karnataka’s urbanisation too has been only marginally more
rapid, with the proportion of urban population going up by
just four percentage points over the same period. And there
have been other studies that have shown that the major
contributor to the growth of Indian cities and towns has been
their internal growth rather than rural-urban migration.3
This is not to suggest that we can ignore our cities. With
close to a third of our population living in cities, the problem
is clearly too large to be ignored. And even if the sheer
numbers are not as large as the discourse would have us
believe, it does not mean the challenge they pose is any less.
We have clearly demonstrated our inability to manage our
cities even at this relatively limited rate of growth. And the1 See for instance, Kundu, Amitabh, Urbanisation and Urban
Governance: Search for a Perspective beyond Neo-Liberalism,
Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 38, No. 29 (Jul. 19e25,
2003), pp. 3079e3087, p. 3084.
2 Tabulated from Census of India, Provisional Population Totals
http://censusindia.gov.in/2011census/censusinfodashboard/
index.html.
3 Indian Institute of Human Settlements, Urban India 2011:
Evidence Report, p. 42. http://www.iihs.co.in/wp-content/
themes/education/resources/Migration.pdf.
132 Book Reviewfact that our cities appear ungovernablemaybe the result, at
least to some extent, of the absence of adequate facts.
The more serious problem with exaggerating the rate of
growth of our cities is that it is used to confirm the popular
narrative that the villages are a part of the past and the
cities are the future. The data about Indian urbanisation
makes it clear that while this process may be under way it
is taking place at a pace where villages are not likely to
lose their importance in the near future. A major part of
the story must then be one of the relationship between the
urban and the rural. This would take us to a variety of
issues ranging from the distribution of resources between
the two sectors to the possibility of the village house acting
as a safety net for the urban migrant. In largely missing outon this part of the story the book may have kept out facts
that urgently need to be taken on board.
In demanding a more comprehensive picture, though,
we must not take anything away from the important
contribution the book makes in helping bridge the huge gap
in facts that has emerged in our understanding of Indian
cities.
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